Listening Strategies of L2 Learners 
With Varied Test Tasks 


Anna Ching-Shyang Chang 


This article investigates the strategies that EFL students used and how they 
adjusted these strategies in response to various listening test tasks. The test tasks 
involved four forms of listening support: previewing questions, repeated input, 
background information preparation, and vocabulary instruction. Twenty-two 
participants were enlisted and interviewed from a sample of 160 business major 
students based on their listening anxiety levels. Overall results showed that 
various listening tasks influenced test takers' listening strategies by varying 
degrees, with previewing test questions tending to have a greater effect on 
strategy use than other types of support. This study also found that both anxious 
and non-anxious students knew how to use the available information before 
taking a test ; however, while doing the task, many students lacked competence to 
employ the strategies they intended to use. Finally, the article discusses some 
subtle problems reported by the interviewees and also provides scope for future 
research. 

Cet article porte sur les strategies qu'emploient les eleves d'ALE et les modifica- 
tions qu'ils y apportent en reaction a diverses tdches de tests d'ecoute. Ces tdches 
impliquaient quatre formes d'appui a Vecoute: une prelecture des questions, la 
repetition de la matiere, une preparation grace aux renseignements generaux et 
de V information portant sur le vocabulaire. D'un echantillon de 160 etudiants se 
specialisant en affaires, 22 ont ete retenus et interviewes en fonction de leur 
niveau d'anxiete a Vecoute. Les resultats globaux indiquent que diverses tdches a 
Vecoute ont influence les strategies d'ecoute des participants a differents degres. 
Parmi les formes d'appui, c'est la prelecture des questions qui avait le plus d'effet 
sur Temploi des strategies. L' etude demontre egalement que tant les etudiants 
anxieux que ceux qui ne sont pas anxieux savent se servir de Vinformation 
disponible avant de passer un examen. Toutefois, en accomplissant une tdche 
donnee, plusieurs etudiants n'avaient pas les habiletes requises pour mettre en 
oeuvre les strategies qu'ils voulaient employer. L'article conclut en evoquant 
quelques problemes mineurs rapportes par les participants et en offrant des pistes 
d'avenir pour la recherche. 


Introduction 

This study investigates strategies L2 learners use to comprehend spoken 
input under varied forms of listening support and then further examines 


TESL CANADA JOURNALVREl/UE TESL DU CANADA 
VOL. 25, NO 2, SPRING 2008 


1 




whether learners with varying levels of listening anxiety would use different 
strategies to complete test tasks. The study aims to establish if L2 learners are 
able to make use of information provided for them and to determine whether 
strategy instruction is necessary when listening support is provided. What 
can be done to help anxious learners if a gap is found between their com- 
petence and that of less anxious students? 

The motivation for the current study is the fact that in a foreign language 
environment, students typically learn English through formal classroom 
instruction and have limited exposure to the language outside formal study. 
In such circumstances, their ability to comprehend spoken English may be 
limited (Kim, 2006; Huang, 2005), making high-stakes listening comprehen- 
sion tests particularly stressful. To add to this problem, listening in a test 
situation usually requires precise comprehension and precludes opportuni- 
ties to clarify or negotiate with the speaker (Buck, 2001). Therefore, Under- 
wood (1989) suggests that before a listening task begins, students should be 
"tuned in" so that they know what to expect to hear. This can be done 
through various types of preparatory work such as pre-listening activities or 
providing forms of listening support. This kind of preparatory work is as- 
sumed to help ease students' processing load and so improve comprehen- 
sion. However, despite this assumption, the effectiveness of listening 
support is still variable (Berne, 1995; Chang, 2004, 2005a; Chang & Read, 
2006; Elkhafaifi, 2005b). In order to understand the factors that contribute to 
the inconclusive findings about listening support, this research looks at two 
important factors that may interact closely with the characteristics of a test 
task: strategies used by learners to comprehend spoken input and learners' 
levels of listening anxiety. 

The Use of Listening Support in Listening Comprehension Tests 
Because listening is not easy for foreign-language learners in general, provid- 
ing test-takers with some form of support before or while listening may have 
an effect on their use of strategy. The most popular kinds of listening support 
are previewing questions and repeated input, usually embedded in a test 
design. Opinion is divided on the effectiveness of previewing questions. 
Some researchers consider this support helpful because it may provide test- 
takers with extra information (Buck, 1991; Cohen, 1984; Shohamy & Inbar, 
1991; Sherman, 1997; Chang & Read, 2006, 2007), whereas others regard it as 
interference because it may preoccupy listeners and interrupt their thinking 
(Weir, 1993; Ur, 1984). In studies by Buck and Chang and Read, students 
reported that previewing questions helped their comprehension because the 
questions revealed the content of the story. In addition, after they read the 
questions, they listened specifically for answers to the questions, implying 
that previewing questions affected their listening strategy. 
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Another popular form of listening support is repeated input. Repetition 
has been used as an important strategy in second-language learning and 
teaching, and its effects — according to Hatch (1983) — are to afford greater 
processing time and to make syntactic forms clearer. Many listening com- 
prehension studies and tests involve a repetition strategy to make informa- 
tion clearer and more comprehensible. Such studies have typically shown 
positive effects on comprehension (Cervantes & Gainer, 1992; Chaudron, 
1983; Chiang & Dunkel, 1992; Chang, 1999; Chang & Read, 2007). In a survey 
of Taiwanese college students, Teng (1998) found that 53% of college stu- 
dents asked to listen at least three times, and 47% twice. Given this high 
percentage of students requesting repeated input in a foreign-language en- 
vironment, its importance and its effects deserve further investigation. From 
the findings mentioned above, repetition appears to be effective in general, 
although not for all levels of learners (Chang; Chang & Read. 

Other forms of listening support can be offered through pre-listening 
activities such as language and topic preparation. However, the effect of 
vocabulary support on facilitating listening is less clear than for other forms 
of support (Berne, 1995; Chang, 2005a; Chang & Read, 2006). Both Berne and 
Chang and Read speculate that pre-teaching vocabulary before listening 
might negatively affect test-takers' strategies because the listeners may focus 
on local cues and neglect to pay attention to the global understanding of the 
text. 

There is little research on the effect that prior general background know- 
ledge has on listening comprehension test results; however, the effect of 
specific religious and cultural background knowledge on listening com- 
prehension has been shown to be positive (Markham & Latham, 1987; 
Chiang & Dunkel, 1992; Teng, 1993). The results of other studies on the 
relationship between listening comprehension and prior knowledge of 
specific domains or topics are mixed (Jensen & Hansen, 1995; Chang & Read, 
2006). The notion that background knowledge activation may enhance listen- 
ing comprehension is based on several studies of reading comprehension. 
These have shown that pre-teaching background knowledge of the topic 
helped readers gain a global picture of the input (Hudson, 1982; Taglieber, 
Johnson, & Yarbrough, 1988; Hsieh, 1999), and Hudson even found that the 
effect of background knowledge may override learners' language proficien- 
cy. However, more recently Chang (2006) studied the thresholds of the effect 
of background knowledge on college students' listening comprehension by 
means of graded audio-readers. She found that listening competence was 
essential for them to comprehend the details of stories. Topical knowledge is 
only supplementary. For low-level language learners, the effect of topical 
knowledge support can be limited. 

The four forms of listening support reviewed have varying effects on 
learners' comprehension. Leaving aside repeated input, which has been 
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found to be helpful in general, the effectiveness of the other three forms of 
listening support were inconclusive. For this study, I explore what strategies 
are used by learners to complete the test task. I then examine the relationship 
between strategy use and listening comprehension. 

Listening Strategies in Listening Comprehension 

The use of listening strategy has been studied extensively over the past two 
decades, particularly focusing on identifying the strategies used by higher- 
versus lower-proficiency learners in terms of quality and quantity, cues and 
sequences, and strategy instruction. Research in this area has shown that: (a) 
more advanced listeners use increasingly varied strategies than less ad- 
vanced listeners (Murphy, 1987; Chin & Li, 1998; Goh, 2002; Chao & Chin, 
2005); (b) the better a listener's proficiency, the more metacognitive strategies 
he or she uses (Vandergrift, 1997a, 1997b); (c) when encountering more 
difficult texts, listeners tend to use bottom-up strategies (Vogely, 1995; 
Bacon, 1992); (d) successful learners can use both linguistic and background 
knowledge at the same time, although poor learners may overrely on one 
kind of knowledge (Rost & Ross, 1991; Vandergrift, 1997b); (e) native 
speakers of English and advanced learners of English mainly use semantic 
cues, whereas intermediate L2 learners rely more on syntactic cues (Conrad, 
1985); and (f) in relation to strategy instruction, no immediate effect on 
enhancing listening comprehension was found in most studies (Thompson & 
Rubin, 1996; Vandergrift, 1999; Field, 1998; Mendelsohn, 1994, 1995) except 
for Goh and Taib (2006), and higher listening proficiency was assumed to be 
needed to make the instruction effective. 

The research mentioned above shows that a good deal of attention has 
been given to the relationship between strategy use and language proficien- 
cy, and the results have consistently shown that strategy use is associated 
with learners' language competence. According to Bachman and Palmer 
(1996), language competence itself involves "language knowledge and 
strategic competence," (p. 62), suggesting that the better the language com- 
petence, the better the language knowledge and strategic competence. 

In addition to listening or language competence, many other factors may 
affect learners' choices of strategy use. In a small-scale, in-depth study, 
Chang (2005b) interviewed seven Chinese students studying overseas. Her 
study showed that choice of listening strategy and listening anxiety were 
interrelated, with listening strategies greatly influencing listening anxiety. 
Other variables came into play such as familiarity with the topic, question 
type, amount of preparation time, whether previewing questions was al- 
lowed, and the type of input, all of which affected students' listening strategy 
and anxiety levels. Therefore, listening anxiety seems to be another variable 
that has not received enough attention. 
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Listening Anxiety in Listening Comprehension 

As with using listening strategy, some studies on listening anxiety have 
found an association with language competence (Aneiro, 1989; Vogely, 1995; 
Chen & Chang, 2004; Elkhafaifi, 2005a; Liu, 2006; Mills, Pajares, & Herron, 
2006; Chang, 2008). In general, language competence is undeniably an essen- 
tial factor that affects anxiety; however, in a test situation, test task charac- 
teristics are also important variables that affect test-takers' performance 
(Bachman & Palmer, 1996). The characteristics of test tasks include preview- 
ing questions, multiple listening, sufficient background or linguistic know- 
ledge, and being familiar with the test format. All these variables affect 
learners' listening anxiety to a certain extent (Chang, 2005b). 

In the above sections, I look at varying forms of listening support, the 
types of strategies most frequently mentioned in the literature, and the 
factors affecting listening anxiety. I find, however, that the strategies used by 
learners who experience varying levels of listening anxiety have not been 
fully explored. This research considers the following questions. 

1. What strategies were employed by L2 learners for various test tasks? 

Did varied test tasks affect L2 learners' choice of strategy use? 

2. Did L2 learners experiencing varying levels of listening anxiety use 
varied strategies for varied test tasks? If the answer is Yes, what were 
the differences and what can be done to close the gap between the two 
groups? 

The Study 

The Participants 

The participants recruited for this study were 22 business major students at a 
college in Taiwan with an average age of 18 years. Their listening proficiency 
level was between beginning and low intermediate based on a TOEIC test. 
Eighteeen students were female and four were male. The participants were 
selected from the high- and low-scoring quartiles of a larger group of 160 
business majors who completed a listening anxiety questionnaire (described 
below). Twelve participants were from the high-scoring quartile (highly 
anxious) and 10 were from the low-scoring quartile (less anxious); for the 
remainder of this article I term them anxious and non-anxious students. 

The Design of the Study 

Four forms of listening test support were designed to elicit the types of 
strategies learners used. These were previewing questions (PQ), repeated 
input (RI), topic preparation (TP), and vocabulary instruction (VI). The PQ 
group previewed the test questions before taking the test, and this form of 
support served as the baseline across the groups. The RI group listened to the 
texts three times, following Sherman's (1997) sandwich model whereby par- 
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Table 1 

The Four Forms of Listening Support 


Previewing 
Questions (PQ) 

Repeated 
Input (Rt) 

Topic Preparation 
(TP) 

Vocabulary 
Instruction (VI) 

No preparation but 

No preparation but 

Read topic-related 

Study topic-related 

listen to textbook 

listen to textbook 

materials 

vocabulary and 

CD 

CD 

i 

phrases 

1 

1 

topic discussions 

1 

Preview questions 

Listen once 

i 

Pronunciation 

1 

1 

Preview questions 

practice 

Listen once 

Preview questions 

1 

Listen twice 

i 

Listen once 

and 

topic-related 

dialogue 

warm-up 

1 

Preview questions 

1 

Listen once 


ticipants listened to a passage once, previewed the questions, and then 
listened twice more. The TP group first studied two written texts related to 
the general topics of the listening texts, followed by a discussion on the two 
topics led by the teacher. The VI group received two word lists to study first 
and then participated in some warm-up activities (See Table 1) 

The Instruments 

The first instrument used in this study was a listening strategy questionnaire 
examining the strategies most frequently used in a general test situation. The 
aim was to understand whether varied strategies were employed for varied 
tasks. The second instrument was a questionnaire on listening anxiety devel- 
oped to select targeted participants. Finally, a listening comprehension test 
with four forms of listening support was administered to elicit students' 
responses on their use of strategy. Each instrument is described in further 
detail below. 

The Listening Strategy Questionnaire 

To examine the effect of listening support on learners' strategy use, listening 
strategies used in general test situations were investigated first. The listening 
strategy questionnaire contained 35 items with five subcategories: strategies 
before taking a test (SBT), strategies while taking a test (SWT), strategies after 
taking a test, strategies for listening to audiotapes, and strategies for watch- 
ing video or TV programs. As I originally developed the questionnaire to 
investigate what strategies EFL learners would use for taking a listening test 
and for practicing English listening outside the class, I present only the 
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strategies before and during a test (SBT & SWT, for results see Appendixes A 
and B). Each statement was rated on a five-point scale: always, usually, often, 
sometimes, and never to reflect frequency of use. One example from the SBT is: 
Before taking an English listening test, I think about the purpose of the test and then 
choose strategies to manage it. An example from the SWT is: I focus on the 
message ( main ideas and key words), not every word (see Appendix C). 

The Listening Anxiety Questionnaire 

The questionnaire was developed by Chang (see Chang, 2008, for the whole 
questionnaire) to capture Taiwanese college students' listening anxiety 
levels. It contained 22 items dealing with listening anxiety in a classroom 
context and 11 items in a test situation. As with the strategy questionnaire, 
each item consisted of a statement to be rated on a five-point scale, for 
example, Listening to someone speaking fast makes me nervous (Item 16). 

The Listening Comprehension Test 

The listening input test consisted of two short scripted monologues contain- 
ing 260 and 369 words and read at 164 and 157 words per minute respective- 
ly. The first, on the topic of good health, was taken from a textbook for EFL 
learners (Foley, 1994), whereas the second, describing social customs in New 
Zealand, was written by the researcher. For each text, 15 multiple-choice 
items (in English) were created, making a total of 30 items for the test. The 
questions involved both global and specific information. 

Topic Material 

Two reading texts written in Chinese were prepared for the TP group. The 
first reading text on good health contained about 300 words, and the second 
text on New Zealand had about 500 words. The two texts included only 
general information about the test topics. No specific details were provided 
that might have helped the participants to answer particular questions on the 
test. 

Vocabulary Study Lists 

For the VI group, two word lists were prepared. The first list contained 23 
words related to health, and the second list had 25 words related to New 
Zealand social customs. Each word was accompanied by its Chinese 
equivalent. Only one third of the listed words were unfamiliar to students 
according to student self-reporting conducted during the pilot. 

The Procedure 

The PQ and RI groups were not involved in any preparatory activity for the 
test, and during their first hour of class, these two groups listened to instruc- 
tional material from the CD-ROM that accompanied the course textbook 
Impact Listening 3 (Harsch & Wolfe-Quintero, 2001). The material was not 
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relevant to the test content; it was simply a review of lessons that students 
had previously studied. 

The TP group studied two written texts related to topics of the listening 
texts. They spent the first 25 minutes of their preparation time reading the 
material, followed by 25 minutes of discussion led by the teacher. The VI 
group first studied the vocabulary lists on their own for 25 minutes, followed 
by 15 minutes of the teacher helping students pronounce each word and 
pointing out how the meaning of some words varied according to their 
grammatical context. During the last 10 minutes of class, these students 
listened to eight short pre-recorded dialogues, which gave them some prac- 
tice in hearing what a number of the target words sounded like in connected 
speech. 

The listening tests were carried out in an audiovisual language classroom 
where each student had a separate seat, a monitor, and a set of headphones. 
The test tapes were played through the language laboratory console, and the 
students could hear the recorded listening passages either from the room 
speakers or from their headphones depending on their personal preference. 
To randomize assignment of the four listening formats to students, the col- 
lege scheduled the four classes on two separate days without input from me. 
Two classes were on Monday, the PQ group in the morning and the RI group 
in the afternoon, and two on Friday, the TP group in the morning and the VI 
group in the afternoon. The schedule was designed with two issues in mind: 
to allow interviews to be conducted immediately after the listening com- 
prehension test and to minimize opportunities for students to share informa- 
tion. 

The Post-Listening Interviews 

Post-task interviews were conducted mainly in Chinese immediately after 
the listening tasks in order to elicit information about the particular strategies 
students used to complete the listening task. Each interview lasted about 40 
minutes with prepared questions (see Appendix D). 

Data Analysis 

The main focus of the current study is the influence of listening task format 
on strategy use. Therefore, the interviewees' overall listening performance is 
reported only briefly. The interview data were analyzed manually as the 
participants responded directly to the prepared questions. Their responses in 
relation to listening strategy use were analyzed in terms of the various types 
of listening support and anxiety levels. The purpose was to find out how 
varied listening support affected students' decisions in strategy use and 
whether anxious as compared to non-anxious students used varying 
strategies when given varied types of listening support. 
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Table 2 

Interviewees’ Listening Comprehension Test Scores (in Percentages) 
in Each Subgroup Given a Different Level of Listening Anxiety 


Listening 

Preview 

questions 

Repeated 

input 

Topical 

Vocabulary 

Anxious 

Amy (37) 1 

George (53) 

Rick (47) 

Lily (53) 


Betty (57) 

Helen (57) 

Sally (67) 

Mary (47) 


Christine (43) 

Isabella (47) 

T racy (63) 

Nathan (67) 

Less anxious 

Debby (40) 

Jill (93) 

Vivian (67) 

Pam (47) 


Ellen (60) 
Frank (57) 

Kate (80) 

Wilbur (40) 
Wilson (90) 

Patricia (73) 


'The numerical indexes in parentheses are the listening comprehension test scores (in %). 


Results and Discussion 

The Listening Comprehension Test Result 

The mean of the listening comprehension test for the whole sample (160 
participants) was 17.11 out of 30, which is equal to 57%. The reliability 
coefficient (Cronbach's a) was .70, a moderate level. However, it can be 
considered satisfactory for a teacher-made test of just 30 multiple-choice 
items. The 22 interviewees' listening comprehension test results (pseudo- 
nyms are used) are presented in Table 2. Overall, it can be seen that less 
anxious students did a little better than anxious ones and that three students, 
Jill and Kate in the RI group and Wilson in the TP group, did particularly 
well. The information presented here is for reference only and is not the main 
focus of the study. 

The Effect of Varied Forms of Listening Support on Strategy Use 
In this section, I first look at how varying test tasks affected the strategies 
used by learners in each group. The concern here is not the quantitative 
difference, but the depth of the students' interaction with the listening sup- 
port before and during listening to oral input. Whether strategy use was 
affected by varying types of listening support or whether students simply 
adopted the same strategies used in a general test situation is examined. 

Previewing Questions 

A total of 10 strategies had previously been reported by interviewees given a 
preview of the questions (see Table 3). Compared with the strategies used in 
the general test situation (see Appendix B), where no listening support was 
provided, only four strategies were stimulated when test questions were 
previewed. These were: (7) matching the words found in the test questions 
with those heard in the recordings; (8) trying to find content clues after 


TESL CANADA JOURNAUREl/UE TESL DU CANADA 
VOL. 25, NO 2, SPRING 2008 




Table 3 

Strategies Used by the PQ Group 


1 Trying to find out key words 

2 Translating what is being heard into Chinese 

3 Taking notes 

4 Focusing on keywords 

5 Trying to hear every word 

6 Listening for necessary information only 

*7 Matching the words found in the test questions with those heard in the recordings 

*8 Trying to find content clues from test questions 

*9 Using the words in the test questions to predict the possible topics 

*10 Focusing on the question words and listening for necessary information only 


"Strategy stimulated by the support. 

reading the test questions; (9) using the words in the test questions to predict 
the possible topics; and (10) focusing on the question words and listening for 
necessary information only. 

At least one student in each group reported using strategy (7), matching 
words or phrases heard in the recordings with those found in the test ques- 
tions. How did this strategy affect test-taker task performance? This strategy 
was used while listening to the recordings. If words used in test items match 
the words spoken in the listening passages, this is called lexical overlap (Buck, 
2001, p. 153). According to Buck, "lexical overlap between the correct option 
and the text, especially the necessary information, is the best predictor of 
easy items. Similarly, lexical overlap between the text and the incorrect 
options is the best predictor of difficult items" (p. 153). Options such as all the 
above or none of the above can cause great difficulty in multiple-choice ques- 
tions as a result of this. It is apparent that using lexical overlap is not only an 
ineffective strategy, but also risky to use in a listening test as this strategy 
must rely heavily on linguistic cues, and it also draws attention away from 
ongoing interpretation of the text. Thus students will not be able to grasp the 
gist of the discourse, and their comprehension will be incomplete. The use of 
strategies (8) and (9), finding content clues, and predicting the possible 
topics, indicated that before listening, the participants tried to obtain a global 
picture of the listening passages by using available information to predict 
possible content. When they listened, some students became selective and 
focused only on the relevant information, which may have helped them 
reduce linguistic and information loads. 

The above analysis shows that previewing questions can have both posi- 
tive and negative effects on listeners' strategy use. On the positive side, 
previewing questions may reveal content clues and thus encourage listeners 
to predict possible information rather than plunging into listening texts 
without any preparation. Furthermore, for more advanced listening profi- 
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Table 4 

Strategies Used by the Rl Group 


1 Translating what is heard into Chinese 

2 Guessing the content based on the understood words 

3 Trying to find topic clues from test questions 

4 Choosing the answers by matching words in the test questions and hearing 
listening for keywords 

*5 Revising comprehension by hearing three times 

6 Creating a picture of what is being heard 

7 Linking what is heard with one’s experience 

8 Listening for messages 

9 Tell oneself not to be nervous 


"Strategy stimulated by the support. 

ciency (LP) learners, previewing questions may encourage them to be more 
selective rather than listening for everything. The negative aspect is that 
previewing questions may encourage some learners to approach the dis- 
course by focusing on linguistic cues and ignore the main focus. 

Repeated Input 

Nine strategies were reported by interviewees as given repeated input, but 
many of these were also reported in the general listening test (see Table 4). In 
interviews, students reported relatively little about how repeated input af- 
fected their strategy use. An explanation for this could be that repeated input 
has been used often in classroom listening tests, so the test-takers did not 
consider it a form of support. However, repeated listening may influence 
both cognitive and affective strategies. From a cognitive perspective, stu- 
dents reported that they kept revising their comprehension by listening three 
times; as an affective strategy, they told themselves not to be nervous be- 
cause they knew they had three chances to listen to the input. 

Topical Preparation 

With regard to the effect of background knowledge on listeners' strategy use, 
the students in the TP group reported that because they knew the topics and 
some of the background information, they paid direct attention to details. 
This implied that they used a bottom-up strategy to answer questions. How- 
ever, the students did not report how background knowledge affected their 
strategy use, and their strategies were very different from those of other 
groups. They neither guessed content nor predicted topics because they had 
a global picture of the incoming oral input. Therefore, some directed their 
attention to self-management — not to be nervous, not to think about the 
mark, and pay full attention — and some to selective listening. From this 
point of view, learners with topical knowledge may feel that the task is less 
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Table 5 

Strategies Used by the TP Group 


1 Guessing the content based on the understood parts 

2 Choosing the answers by matching words in the test questions and 
hearing/listening for keywords 

*3 Listening for detailed information because the topics were known 

4 Focusing on the question words in the test questions 

5 Listening for relevant information to the questions only 

6 Avoid thinking about the input in Chinese 

7 Telling oneself not to be nervous 

8 Telling oneself not to think about the mark 

9 Paying full attention to the test 


"Strategy stimulated by the support. 

demanding so their attention can be directed to the details. Because some of 
the questions required detailed information, perhaps this was why the stu- 
dents in this group achieved a higher score than other groups. Although nine 
strategies were mentioned by interviewees, only four seemed to be affected 
by listening support (see Table 5) Three out of the four were actually men- 
tioned by the previous group. Therefore, it is apparent that only (9) listening 
for detailed information because the topics were known was truly influenced by 
topical background information. 

Vocabulary instruction 

In respect to the effect of vocabulary instruction on strategy use, five 
strategies were reported (see Table 6). However, only two seemed to be 
influenced by vocabulary support, strategies (2) and (5). According to the 
students, they could predict the topics or key words by looking at the words 
on the lists and test questions. Regardless of how accurate their predictions 
were, their listening test performances were not satisfactory. Nevertheless, 
this shows that providing vocabulary activated the metacognitive strategy of 
predicting what the topics might be according to the words given. 

Table 6 

Strategies Used by the VI Group 


1 Guessing the content based on the understood words 
*2 Predicting the topics through test questions and vocabulary lists 

3 Choosing the answers by matching words in the test questions and 
hearing/listening for keywords 

4 Listening for topics first, then details 

*5 Identifying key words from previewing test questions and vocabulary lists 


"Strategy stimulated by the support. 
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Other strategies such as translating what is heard into Chinese, trying to 
understand every word, listening for key words, creating a picture of what is 
heard, and guessing content based on the understood parts were considered 
general strategies that students would use without being provided with 
support. However, it was interesting to discover that students' responses to 
the SWT (strategies while taking tests, see Appendix B) section of the ques- 
tionnaire were consistent with their interview reports. For example, when 
examining their use of SWT, we found that translating what is heard into 
Chinese was ranked 11th among the 18 items. This strategy was neither 
advantageous nor practical in this type of listening task because students had 
to listen to a whole passage continuously rather than listening to a short 
conversation. Short conversations or dialogues contain more fillers, false 
starts, and pauses, which allow listeners more time to process the input, and 
thus they may form the habit of translating what they hear. If listeners try to 
translate what is heard into their mother tongue, they are not likely to be able 
to match the speed of the speaker and will miss a good deal of information. 
Therefore, as Vandergrift (1997b) puts it, a successful listener must resist the 
compulsion to translate the input. 

Overall, students' oral reports on strategy use showed that varying types 
of listening support did affect their strategy use, varying from metacognitive 
strategies — such as finding content clues from test questions and predicting 
possible topics — to cognitive strategies like revising comprehension, match- 
ing words, and listening selectively. The results also revealed that listening 
support had more effect on listeners' metacognitive strategies, which helped 
them predict and plan their listening. According to Vandergrift (1997b), the 
better a learner's language proficiency, the greater is his or her metacognitive 
strategy use. 

Strategy Use by Anxious/Non- Anxious Learners 
With Varying Test Tasks 

In the above section we see how strategy use was affected by varied test 
tasks. In the following section, I analyze the strategies used by anxious and 
non-anxious students while taking a listening test with varied types of listen- 
ing support. The strategies used overall by anxious and non-anxious stu- 
dents are presented in Table 7. 

Anxious Students' Listening Strategy Use 

In the PQ group, previewing test questions apparently affected students' 
strategy use considerably, as they all reported that after reading the test 
questions, they found it easier to identify keywords. The three anxious 
learners agreed unanimously that they chose an answer that they had pre- 
viously seen if the word found in the test questions matched the word in the 
recordings. Buck (2001) refers to this as lexical overlap. For example. 
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Table 7 

A Comparison of Strategy Use in Listening Comprehension Between 
Anxious and Non-Anxious Learners 


Anxious Non-Anxious 


PQ • trying to find out key words 

• choosing the answers by 
matching words in the test 
questions and hearing 

Rl • translating what is heard into 
Chinese 

• guessing the contents based on 
the understood words 

• trying to find topic clues from test 
questions 

• choosing the answers by matching 
words in the test questions and 
hearing/listening for keywords 

• revising comprehension by 
listening three times 

TP • guessing the content based on the 
understood parts 

• choosing the answers by matching 
words in the test questions and 
hearing/listening for keywords 

• listening for detailed information 
because the topics were known 

VI • guessing the content based on the 
understood words 

• predicting the topics through test 
questions and vocabulary lists 

• choosing the answers by matching 
words in the test questions and 
hearing/listening for keywords 

• listening for topics first, then details 


• translating what is being heard into Chinese 

• taking notes 

• focusing on keywords 

• trying to hear every word 

• listening for necessary information only 

• creating a picture of what is being heard 

• linking what is heard with one’s experience 

• listening for messages 


focusing on the question words in the test 
questions 

listening for information relevant to the 
questions only 

avoid thinking about the input in Chinese 
telling oneself not to be nervous 
telling oneself not to think about the mark 

identifying key words from previewing test 
questions and vocabulary lists 
predicting the topics through test questions 
and vocabulary lists 


I tried to hear the keywords. If I heard a word which also appeared in 
the test questions, then I chose that for the answer. (Christine) 

Anxious students in the RI group used more and somewhat different 
strategies from those used in the PQ group. George reported that listening 
three times allowed him to revise his comprehension, and he also translated 
some of the input into Chinese. Helen reported that she guessed the main 
ideas of the listening passages based on the keywords, but she had her own 
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definition of what were keywords; so caution is needed when interpreting 
her reports. She noted: 

Keywords for me were the words that I could understand, not the real 
important words in the listening passages. If I could find out the real 
keywords in the recordings, I would not have difficulty understanding 
the talk. 

From Helen's description, her strategy was apparently guessing the content 
based on known words, not the important words. However, Isabella used 
the same strategy as those in the PQ group: 

I tried to find some clues from the test questions. When the speaker said 
a word matching the ones that I read on the test paper, I chose that one 
for the answer. 

It was obvious that both previewing questions and listening three times 
affected their strategy use, and they tended to use bottom-up processing to 
comprehend the input. 

Anxious students in the TP group reported that because they knew the 
topics and read the test questions before the test, they paid attention directly 
to the detailed information that was necessary for answering the questions. 
For example, Tracy expressed the view that 

When I previewed the questions, I had an impression of what I read. If I 
heard something matching what I read, then I chose that answer. 

In relation to the strategies used by the students in the VI group, it was 
discovered that they also used the same strategy as the TP group. They 
reported that they could guess the topics from the vocabulary lists, which 
helped with accuracy. For example, Mary reported. 

When I listened, I did not have to guess the meanings of those words 
and I could quickly grasp the topics, and then focus on the details. It 
saved me spending a lot time guessing blindly and looking for topics. 

Guessing seemed to be used most often by these students. According to 
Nathan's description, 

I used the words I could understand to guess the content. You know I 
couldn't understand most of the parts, so guessing is the best strategy. 

If the input was incomprehensible, they guessed the content based on the 
understood parts. Overall, the main strategies used by anxious students can 
be summarized as follows: 

1. matching the words found in the test questions and heard in the 
recordings, 

2. predicting discourse topics from test questions, 
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3. continuing to revise comprehension through repeated input, 

4. directly listening for detailed information because the topics were 
known, and 

5. predicting the topics through vocabulary in the lists and test questions. 

If the effects of varied types of listening support are excluded, the two 

most frequently used strategies were guessing the content based on the 
understood parts and listening for key words (see Appendix B). From this we 
may conclude that the types of listening support had some influence on 
anxious students' decisions about strategy use. Overall, anxious students in 
the PQ and RI groups tended to use more bottom-up processing, implying 
that these test tasks encouraged greater reliance on linguistic cues. On the 
other hand, those in the TP and VI groups used a balance of bottom-up and 
top-down processing strategies. 

Non-Anxious Students' Strategy Use 

Moving to the strategies used by non-anxious students, in the PQ group, the 
three students all used varied strategies, which included translating what 
they heard into Chinese, taking notes, focusing on key words, listening for 
necessary information only, and listening hard and trying to understand 
every word. Debby, whose LP was low, reported, 

I roughly translated what I heard into Chinese. I also jotted down some 
keywords and verb tenses. 

Apparently, Debby paid attention to local cues, and she could probably only 
partly understand the talk. However, Ellen used a totally different strategy: 

Because I had already previewed the questions, I knew what I should 
listen for. When the tape began to run, I focused on the necessary 
information only. 

Frank used a bottom-up strategy: 

I tried to understand every word and to find out the keywords. If I 
heard a word that matched a word in the test question, then I circled it 
right away. 

Non-anxious students in the RI group used two strategies that had not 
been used by any other students. Jill said, 

When I was listening, I created a picture of what I heard. It helped me 
understand better. When encountering the part I could not understand, 

I tried to identify keywords or skipped that part. 

Jill seemed to use both top-down and bottom-up processing; when the 
input was comprehensible, she used top-down processing, whereas she used 
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a bottom-up strategy when the input was incomprehensible. In support of 
Jill's strategy use, Kate added. 

In addition to creating a picture of the talk, I linked my own experience 
with what I heard. 

Because these two students were at a high level and their strategies were 
different from those of other students, it is worth examining their listening 
comprehension scores. Jill scored 93 out of 100 and Kate 80 out of 100. Jill 
further explained her listening technique, 

When I listened, I did not need to understand all the words and phrases; 
I listen for the messages only. 

Their satisfactory performance may suggest that competent learners do 
not focus on individual words, but listen for the global message. 

The opinions of the TP group about the support method were divided. It 
was apparent that they all used varied strategies. Wilson, who scored 90 out 
of 100, used selective listening, meaning that he just listened for necessary 
information. As he put it. 

When I previewed the questions, I tried to remember the question 
words, such as when, where, what, and so on. When I listened, I 
focused on those questions only. 

From this student's report, his strategy use was obviously influenced by 
question previewing. Another student, Vivian, was concerned about not 
being distracted by the treatment and test questions. She said, 

When I was listening, I tried to think in English, just like I was listening 
to Chinese. 

The non-anxious student Wilbur considered paying attention the most 
important strategy to use. 

I told myself not to worry about the mark, and be attentive to the test. 

None of the students reported on how background knowledge affected 
their strategy use. However, two of the three students reported that when 
they engaged in topic preparation, their comprehension improved. 

The non-anxious students in the VI group reported that they relied a great 
deal on the words in the lists and in the test questions. Pam reported, 

I think that a lot of keywords could be identified through the 
vocabulary lists and the test questions. After I read those words, I could 
roughly guess the topic of the talk. 

Patricia also reported that she used the words from the lists to predict the 
topics, which helped her greatly. Without doubt the two students' listening 
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strategies were influenced by studying the vocabulary and preview ques- 
tions. By previewing the vocabulary, the students believed they could rough- 
ly guess what the topics would be. 

In terms of the quantity of strategies, non-anxious students used many 
more strategies than anxious ones; in total 13 strategies were identified (see 
Table 7). These included cognitive strategies — such as trying to hear every 
word, translating what they heard into their native language, not thinking in 
Chinese, listening selectively, and associating what they heard with their 
own experience — and also metacognitive strategies such as predicting the 
topics through the words found in the test questions and vocabulary lists; 
and even affective strategies such as not thinking about the mark and sup- 
pressing negative thoughts. 

Because non-anxious students employed many varied strategies, it is 
difficult to detect which were used most frequently. However, when input 
was incomprehensible the non-anxious students used the same strategy: skip 
that part and keep on listening. As with anxious students, previewing ques- 
tions seemed to have the most effect across the groups. More students 
reported that after reading the test questions, they focused only on the 
relevant information. Overall, three strategies reflected the direct influence of 
support methods: listening for relevant information and predicting topics 
and identifying key words through studying the vocabulary and reading the 
test questions. 

Conclusion 

The following is a summary of test-taking strategies, with responses to the 
research questions. 

1. All forms of listening support influenced learners' use of strategy to 
some extent. Previewing questions made some students more selective 
and helped them focus on information necessary only for the answers. 
Before listening, most students tried to predict the topic through the 
questions, and while listening, many students used lexical overlap, 
looking for answers by matching the words found in the test questions 
and heard in the recording. Repeated input offered students the chance 
to revise their comprehension, assisting learners' strategy use and 
allowing them time to prompt themselves not to be nervous. With the 
provision of topical knowledge, students tended to focus on the details 
because they had been exposed to the global background of the topics. 
Finally, with vocabulary instruction before the test, students tried to 
predict the topic or content by using the words in the lists. 

2. Strategies reported by anxious students were similar across the four 
groups. The strategies most frequently mentioned were: matching 
words found in the test questions and heard in the recordings, 
predicting discourse topics from test questions, continuing to revise 


18 


ANNA CHING-SHYANG CHANG 



comprehension through repeated input, directly listening for detailed 
information when the topics were known, and predicting the topics 
through vocabulary in the lists and test questions. In contrast to the 
anxious group, non-anxious students used many varied strategies, but 
only three reflected a direct effect from listening support. These were 
listening for relevant information (with PQ support) and predicting the 
topic and identifying key words through the vocabulary list and test 
questions (with TP and VI support). 

This study shows that varying forms of listening support have an effect 
on learners' strategy use. This study also reveals that anxious students use 
varied strategies compared with non-anxious students. However, looking 
into the listening anxiety level of students without considering their reasons 
for being more or less anxious is insufficient to explain the differences in 
choice of strategies. Therefore, it is important to point out the limitations 
identified during student interviews. Although earlier research has shown 
that listening anxiety in general is associated with language competence, this 
was challenged when our interviews discovered other hidden problems for 
learners. 

During the interviews, students reported why they were anxious or less 
anxious about English listening. Two major factors can be associated with 
high levels of listening anxiety: low listening proficiency, causing students to 
worry about failing; and being overly concerned about their performance, 
meaning that students wished to achieve higher marks rather than being 
satisfied with a score of 60 (the pass threshold). Three types of students were 
found to be less anxious: those who had better listening proficiency, those 
who considered English listening to have no practical value in their daily life 
in an EFL environment, and those who acknowledged that English listening 
was too difficult for them (such students had never passed any tests). These 
three types of students did not feel the need to be anxious. This could explain 
why some students reported telling themselves not to be nervous and not to 
think about their marks. The comments by the latter two types of non- 
anxious students suggest perhaps that they did not consider what strategies 
they were going to use according to the varying support offered, but simply 
finished the test. On the contrary, anxious students seemed to be more 
serious about the test. 

A second limitation of the study is consideration of the learners' listening 
competence. Without investigating the listening performance of learners 
with varying levels of anxiety, it proved difficult to discover the subtle 
differences among students experiencing such levels of anxiety. In this study, 
only Jill, Kate, and Wilson had high listening proficiency, and their strategies 
were found to be different from those of other interviewees. 

The two limitations mentioned above highlight the need for caution when 
interpreting the findings. Despite the limitations, based on the overall 
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reported strategies, some interesting patterns were found and deserve atten- 
tion. Before listening, most students regardless of their anxiety levels knew 
how to make good use of available information to predict the topics and 
content. However, while listening, excluding the three students mentioned 
above, most students used guessing to match words read in the test ques- 
tions and heard in the recording. Their problem was language competence, 
which may have inhibited them from using the strategies they intended to 
use. This finding is somewhat comparable to those of the study by Zhang 
and Goh (2006), which found that their students were generally aware of the 
usefulness of the strategies, but were not conscious or confident strategy 
users. By contrast, students with good listening performance were able to 
screen the information, creating a picture of the topics and linking this with 
their previous experience. From this finding, we may conclude that most of 
the students possessed strategic knowledge, meaning that they knew how to 
use the available information, but most lacked strategic competence to im- 
plement their knowledge because of their limited language ability. There- 
fore, although many students reported that they tried to predict the topics 
and content of the talk, few could take advantage of their predictions while 
listening. This was confirmed from their listening comprehension perfor- 
mance. To answer the supplementary research question about closure of the 
gap between anxious and non-anxious students' performance, the gap was 
found to relate not to their anxiety levels, but to their listening competence. 
Hence it is the enhancement of listening proficiency that we should be 
concerned with rather than the level of listening anxiety. 

Finally, in response to the variable results of listening support for a 
listening test, this study suggests that whether one type of listening support 
is effective or not depends greatly on whether students know how to use the 
information provided. This, then, depends on their knowledge of strategies, 
and whether they can use these depends on their language knowledge and 
strategic competence. If learners do not know how to use the information 
available or are unable to apply it, the effectiveness of a particular activity or 
support will be reduced (Chang & Read, 2007): it would be the equivalent of 
offering no listening support. This might have a practical implication for 
teaching and testing in the foreign-language classroom. If listening support 
is to be included in a test, then language teachers must ensure that their 
students know how to use this information and are able to use this support 
rather than potentially providing much support and still having disappoint- 
ing results. 

This research addresses some of the strategies used by students with 
varying levels of listening anxiety undergoing varied test tasks. It contributes 
to an area that has so far received little attention. In this study, only four 
forms of listening support were investigated and only multiple-choice for- 
mat was used, but many other forms of support and test methods need to be 
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explored. Looking into the strategies used by learners in varied test tasks 
may help language teachers understand whether a wrong answer is due to a 
lack of comprehension or a lack of strategic knowledge or competence. With 
answers to these questions, language teachers will be able to help their 
students learn more effectively. 

Note 

Students' reports quoted in this article are the researcher's translation of what the student said in 
Chinese. 
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Appendix A 

General Strategies Used Before Taking a Listening Test 


Item Content 

(N =160) 

1 

Frequency of Rating 
2 3 4 

5 

M 

SD 

Rank 

Order 

4 Try my best to do preparation 

1 

29 

35 

50 

45 

3.68 

1.09 

1 

2 Predict possible test questions 

3 Prepare myself in advance to 

14 

36 

46 

40 

24 

3.15 

1.19 

2 

pay full attention 
1 Think about the purpose of 

9 

53 

44 

43 

11 

2.96 

1.05 

3 

a test 

11 

65 

42 

35 

7 

2.76 

1.01 

4 

5 Tell myself 1 can do well 

98 

36 

14 

9 

3 

1.64 

.99 

5 


Note. 1=never, 2=sometimes, 3=often, 4=usually, 5=always. 
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Appendix B 

Strategies Used While Taking a Listening Test 


Item 

Content 

Frequency of Rating 


M 

SD 

Rank 



(N 

= 160) 






Order 



1 

2 

3 

4 

5 




9 

Guess by context clues 

2 

16 

40 

53 

49 

3.82 

1.02 

1 

8 

Guess by known words 

9 

53 

44 

43 

11 

3.79 

1.04 

2 

6 

T ry to hear every word 

5 

20 

48 

42 

45 

3.64 

1.11 

3 

14 

Link hearing with previous 
experience 

9 

30 

50 

47 

24 

3.29 

1.11 

4 

13 

Give up unknown parts 

13 

32 

43 

47 

25 

3.24 

1.18 

5 

18 

Use titles to predict the content 

5 

37 

50 

52 

16 

3.23 

1.02 

6 

21 

Monitor attention 

10 

37 

52 

33 

28 

3.20 

1.16 

7 

11 

Pay more attention to repeated 
words 

10 

36 

49 

48 

17 

3.16 

1.09 

8 

7 

Listen for the global message 
only 

10 

41 

47 

38 

24 

3.16 

1.15 

9 

19 

Listen for topics first 

7 

42 

52 

43 

16 

3.12 

1.05 

10 

16 

Translate what is heard into 
Chinese 

17 

45 

39 

35 

24 

3.03 

1.24 

11 

10 

Pay attention to pronunciation 

20 

60 

41 

25 

14 

2.71 

1.14 

12 

22 

Try to be calm 

29 

51 

42 

19 

19 

2.68 

1.24 

13 

20 

Repeat words mentally 

35 

55 

29 

30 

11 

2.54 

1.22 

14 

15 

Imagine a picture of the 
content 

45 

54 

24 

25 

12 

2.41 

1.26 

15 

17 

Take notes 

33 

77 

24 

21 

5 

2.30 

1.04 

16 

12 

Listen for grammar 

60 

69 

20 

6 

5 

1.92 

.97 

17 

23 

Close eyes and concentrate 

94 

37 

16 

11 

2 

1.69 

.99 

18 


Note. 1=never, 2=sometimes, 3=often, 4=usually, 5=always. 

Appendix C 

English Listening Strategies Questionnaire 

This is a questionnaire on English listening strategy use especially designed for speakers of other 
languages learning English. You will find statements about strategy use when you listen to 
English in different situations. There are no right or wrong, good or bad answers to these 
statements. Please answer in terms of how well the statement describes you. Do not answer what 
other people think you should do. Before you answer the statements, please read the definitions 
of listening strategy scales first. 

5: ALWAYS means that the statement is true of you almost always. 

4: USUALLY means that the statement is true more than half of the time. 

3: OFTEN means that the statement is true about half of the time. 

2: SOMETIMES means that the statement is true less than half of the time. 

1: NEVER means that the statement is never true of me. 

A BEFORE TAKING AN ENGLISH LISTENING TEST 

1. Before taking an English listening test, I think about the purpose of the test and then 
choose strategies to manage it. 
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2. If I know the content that will be tested, I try to think of possible questions that I will have 
to answer. 

3. I prepare myself in advance to pay full attention to the tasks. 

4. Even though I don't know what will be tested, I will do my best to do the preparation, e.g.. 
Doing more listening practice, memorizing more words. 

5. I tell myself that I am a good listener and I can do well on my listening tasks. 

B WHILE TAKING AN ENGLISH LISTENING TEST 

6. I try to hear every word clearly. 

7. I focus on the message (main ideas and key words), not every word. 

8. I fill the gaps by guessing based on words and phrases I understand. 

9. I guess the meaning of unknown words by using context clues, such as the situation (e.g., 
a supermarket) and relationship between speakers (e.g., a salesperson and a customer). 

10. I pay more attention to pronunciation, e.g., stressed words, and the variation of intonation. 

11. I pay particular attention to repeated words. 

12. I listen for grammatical structures, for example, the verb tenses, the passive voice, etc. 

13. I give up on the words I don't understand or miss so I can keep up with the speaker. 

14. I link what I know and my previous experience with what I hear. 

15. I imagine a picture of the context to comprehend texts. 

16. I have to mentally translate what I hear into Chinese, so I can understand what the speaker 
says. 

17. I take notes. 

18. I use the title to predict what the speaker would say and listen to confirm my prediction. 

19. I listen for topic, then details. 

20. I repeat words or phrases softly or mentally. 

21. I monitor my attention. If I am absent-minded, I will refocus immediately. 

22. I try to relax myself, and keep telling myself it is useless to be anxious. 

23. I like closing my eyes and listening. 

Appendix D 

Post-Listening Interview Guidelines 

The interviewees were categorized into anxious and less anxious (nonanxious) groups. The 

questions were as follows. 

1. What do you think of this type of listening? (difficult, challenging, easy? Please offer the 
reasons). 

2. How do you like this type of listening test? (like or dislike it, and why?) 

3. Were you anxious before you took the test? (if yes, then why? If no, then why not?) 

4. When did you start to prepare for the test? 

5. What preparations did you do before you came to the test? 

6. Since we have finished the test, how do you feel now? 

7. In what situations do you feel anxious? For example, when you watch English TV 
programs, listen to English songs, or take English listening tests. 

8. What do you think to be your major source of English listening anxiety? (for the anxious 
group). 

9. Since you said you are anxious about English listening, could you tell me more specifically 
about your anxiety? For example, do you think the anxiety may help you be more 
attentive, or do you think the anxiety made you forget the content that you prepared for 
the test? (for the anxious group). 

10. Since you said that you are more relaxed than other students, could you tell me why you 
are not anxious about English listening? (for the less anxious group). 

11. Since you reported that you are/ aren't anxious while listening to English, could you tell 
me how you took the test just now. For example: 
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a. Did you have to translate what you heard into Chinese? 

c. Could you tell the keywords, or the main sentences? 

d. Did you take notes? 

e. What did you do when you heard an unknown word? 

f. Did you guess a lot of answers? 

g. Did you continue listening when you heard the words or phrases that seemed quite 
unfamiliar to you? 

h. Did you pay full attention to the listening? 

i. What were the major difficulties for you in understanding the listening passages, for 
example: speed, accent, topic, unfamiliar words, long sentences, and overloading the 
memory? 


; \ 

Master’s Program in TESL 

Mount Saint Vincent University, in co-operation 
with Saint Mary’s University, offers the Master of 
Education in Curriculum Studies: TESL program. 
Students can complete the full-time degree in eight 
months, or on a part-time basis. 

Program information and admission requirements 
are available online at www.msvu.ca/education 
under Curriculum Studies. 

Applications are available online at 

www.msvu.ca/apply_online. 

For more information, please contact 
Jocelyne Lavoie at jocelyne.tavoie@msvu.ca or 
toll-free at 1-877-433-2889. 
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